
ED'218.844

AUTHOR
TITLE.

INSTITUTION

SPONS AGENCY.

REPORT NO
PUB MATE

* CONTRACT
NOTE

,EDRS PRICE

/
) DESCRIPTORS

DOCUMENT RESUME
,

EC 143 106

Christenson, Sandra; And Others
Institutional Constraints and External Pressures
Influencing Referral Decisions.
Minnesota Univ., Minneapolis. Inst. for'Research on
-Learning Disabilities.
Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative%
Serice (ED), Washington, DC.
IRLD-RR-58
Oct 81
300-80-0622
28p.

MF01/PCO2 Plus Postage.
Compliance (Legal); *Disabilities; Elementary
Secondary Education; Organizational Climate;
*Referral; *Student Placement; Teacher Attitudes

ABSTRACT:-
Information about the process for referring students

to special education, was collected from 47 regular and 5 special
education teachers. Organizational°factots,_such as "district
procedures" or an. individual's perceptions of the professional
competence of ieferial recipients, and availability of services were
examples-cited a institutional constraints. Outside agency
influence, socio-political climate, federal- or state requirements,
and concerns of parent as external pressures that may, be
influential in referralniecisions. Consistency of%the institutional
constraints betw%en special education directors and teachers
suggested the need for reorganization -of the team decision making
process. (Author/CL)

..r.:

**************;******t*********************,40****ft*********************
* Reproductions 'supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made

I *

* ' from the original document. *

*******************************************.****************************
e



o

0358

UR .University of Minnesota
A U S DEPARTMENT OF IOU ATION. ..

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION
EMICAT,4)%414 RE4.,J4447,-P, ';FORM,TION

e
Is

6
.(' hi, 44. 4 ',' ''.', 4 or Almet1

,

' ,,,i0P1I4,11 UP

Research Report No.58
414,1 1, 4 4

I
INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRAINTS AND EXTERNAL,

PRESSURES INFLUENCING REFERRAL DECISIONS,

Sandra Christenson, James Ysseldyke, and Bob Algozzine

Institute for
Research on
Learni

,rrprus,

1 k

\ Disabilities
"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS

C) M RIAL HAS BEEN .GRANTED EfY

.... ii... ..`

,

1....

.
a

/
\. 1 `4'

41»

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)"



vf.

L

p

Director: James E. Ysseldyke
. P..

.

Assciciate Directdr: PhylliseK. Mirkin°

,
- ,

-

41.

4

4

_The, nstitute for,Researchion Learning Disabilitits'is' supported by
4Antract (3O0 io,0622 ) with the Officeof.Special-Education, Department

_ of.tducail0n, 'through Title,VI-G of Public Law 917,2v. Instiitite

vestigators arkaonductiug research on the isSessment/decisipfi=making/s
,intervention process as it reqaLeS tp learning disabled students.

During 1980;4983, Institute research fpcuses dwrfour major ekes:\
40

Al' Refer/11a .1

Identification/Classification a

Intervention Planning and Prdgress Evaluation
, .

OutcomeEvaluaiiont°

Additional informationdon the Institute's research objectives and
activities may be ,obtained by, writing to the Editor at the Institute
(see.Publidations list for address). .

.0

The research reported herein was conducted under government spon-
sorship. Contractors are encouraged to express freely their pro-

.

ftssional judgmentin the conduct or the profect. Points of view
or opinions stated do not,, therefore, necedipaiily represent the
official position of the Office of Special Educ tion.

4



Research Report No. 58

IP

.4

*_

. ,
. , , -\ INSTITUTIONAL dONTRAPNTS AND EXTERNALNAL

., ,
2

1. A I ..< . ,
PRESSURES, I NFLUENC-I N,G EtEFERRAL. DECISIONS`''

c.

Sandra Christenson, James Ysseldyke, and' Bob Al4ozzine

Institute for Research- on Learning Disabilities

University of Minnesota

6

I

October, 1981

0 v44

a

4

4. 4

414

4

.4,

O



116-

Abstract

Factors that were perceived by 'teachers. as influential in-

deciding to refer a student were id entiiied in this research.

. Public school teachers' perceptions off institutional constraints

and external pressures to .referral were solicited; and analysis

of their responseslls presented. Organizationa4 factors, such

as "district procedures" or an indiv'idual's perceptions of the

professional competence of referral recipients, and availability

of service's were examples cited as institutional constraints.

.' Outside agendy influence, socio-political climate, feder'al' or

statrequirements, and concerns of' parents were cited as exter-

t

nal pressures th6't may be influential in referral dectsions.

Probabilities associated with placement 'of a referred student
.

ft,

were presented. The implications of these findings' are discussed

with regard to teacher concernsd.rid professional practice,

Ic
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Institutional Constraints and External Pressures

Influencing Referral. Decisioti
a

Teachers and edutational support personnel regularly collect aS

. sessment
.
information through -the use of classroom or -standardized tests,

fo 41 or informal observati on, aryl structured or unstructured, i ntervieWs.

That information is used to make a variety of school-related decisions.

Recently, consid rable attention 'has been focused on Clecisions.thatconsid rable

are made during t. special 'education placement team and i.ndividuelized
. ii ..

, .

educational piogr_am (IEP) planning team meetings mandarted as part of-the

P'rotdction in Evaluation Procedures provisions of Public Law -94,7142. ,

\.-Yet, little research has focused on the decision that initiates the
4

team decision-making .,process; that'is, the decision by a teacher or

parent to refer a studbnt for.psychoeducational evaluation has not been

studied extensively. The referral decision may kle* the most important.

de'cis'ion that is made34c1Tarly, 'it sets into motion at process ttiat te-.,
suits in a variet:y',Of ot4er decisions being made.

Decisioh making relative to classification, and place-
.:

cement has been investigated. For example, Algozzine 'Ind.-nseldyke (1961)

demonstrated that individual decision makers declare normal students

eligible for services 51% of the time. Shepard and SMith (1981). found

- that modre than 45% of those. students enroDi'ed in. Colorado's class'gs for

. the learning disabled did not ,meet state. Criteria for placement.

i =
Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Shinn, and McGue (1''press) foUnd no psychOme:tric.

.?
students

: .. ..--,-\

di ffere4de between u placed, in LD c asSes- and .low achievers
4 ° ° D ,

t ,. 1 who had never been referred gr placed. In a national- survey of special:. .
1 I. .? '

. . 4

4

% ..
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education,. directors (PorAd, Thurlow, Ysseldyke, & Mirkin, in p'reSs)

regarding the manner in which decisions are made about learning
a.

disabled' children, the major problems* faced:by directors in implemeiit-

ing the decision-making ppocess involved time and scheduling. Other

frequently Mentionedconcerns included lack of .funds and staff to

implement the process, the extensive amount of paperwork involved,

. ...-

impediments to parental involvement in the process, and the need for

training.: In discussing' research on team decision making conducted

at the Institute, Ysseldyke and Algozzine (1982) indicatedi

The videotape studies of each.placement team's deasionr
making process provided especially enlightening informa-
tion. It was ,Akry difficult to find meetings that could

. be called placement decision making sessions. Many team

Meetings were hejd, but most can be described as meetings
to get ready for the meeting. Often, placement decisions
were made at the same meetings at which many other kinds
of decisions -were made. We repeatedly ad 'difficulty

attempting to specify decisions that wdl.se actually made
at meetings because in most inttances it was epparent
that the decisions were Made 'before the actual meetings

took place. We also had difficulty getting, individuals
to assume responsibility for the decisions that were made.'
When we'asked people after the meetings, "Who actually.
ade the decision," nearly all claimed that someone else
ad' been responsible for it, and that they, personally,
h d Little power in the process. Me learned' to refer
to this finding as the "Little Red Hen" phenomenon.
(W en we asked who made decisions, we consistently were
told, "Not J!") (pp. 147-148)

The "'state -of -the art" i n el i gi bi 1 i ty/cl assi fi cation/ i dentifi cati o n

decision making is provocative; significant issues have been addressed
, if

-. .

relative to this critical area of assessment (cf. Ysfeldyke & Algozzine,

1979, 1982). .Problems related to these assessment issues are tieing

.solved in the .nation's courts., the entire...assessment practice is
.

being viewed with a critical eye.

cs.
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Assessment decisions related to diagnosis (i.e.$ classirication,

placeinent) certainly are important; however, it is the referral decision -

that triggers diagnbstic activities. And, while most educators recog-

nize the importance of tjie referral decision, there are few studies

deal-1 ng with referral. From time to- time, investigators (e.g., Hyde,
.

1975; icholson, 1967; Rice, 1963'.,<Robbins, Mercer, & Meyers, 1967;

Yssel yke, 1968) have documented the kinds of academic and behavio.r prob-

lems. cited by teachers as reasons for referring students for psych edu-

cational evaluation; but careful examination of the institutional con-
.,

straints and external pressures that influence referral ,is virtually\

absent.

The decision to refer a student for psychoeducational assessment

is Made on the basis of factors considered- important to the individual

making tne referral. Shavelson and Borko (1979) analyzed factors that

influenced teachers' instructional decisions. They reported that stu-

.dent charatteristics (os. traits)' and teacher characteristics interact

with each other and with other factors (e.g., material resources, school .

politics, pressure from either the community or the school administration)

to influence teattrs' instructional decisions. The same factors have

relevance for referral decisions and an adaptation of the Shavelson

d Borko model can be used to- conceptualize decisions to refer students.

S ch a model is ill us trated in, Figure 1. The decision to refer, a stu-

de t for psychoeducational evaluation and possible special education

ser ices is seen as the function of an interaction between estimates of

the likelihood of "success" in the regular education program, insti tu-

tional constraints, and external pressures. Teachers' estimates of the

8
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likelihood of "success" are viewed function of the ways in which

9

the teacher evaluates student performance; an evaluation derived from

student characteristics, indicid-rial differencesin teachers, and educa-

tional goals. (

Insert Figure 1 about here'

This study was designed to document specifically those, institutional,

and external factors that are perceived to influence referral of students

for psychoeducational evaluation and potential special education services

Information of this nature was viewed as useful for purposes, of planning

alternative strategies for dealing with the growing numbers of children

being identified as "handicapped."' Knowledge of the factors that.may

influence referral may provide a basis4for bripging control'over referral

and thereby have an effect on the numbers of students evaluated. Simi-

larly, knowledge Of factors* influencing referral may be useful to

administrative decision making in another way; thdt is, if a school dis-

trict wants to increase the numbers. f students referred (and likely

evaluated), knowledge of the internal constraints and external pressyes

to referral would be valuabl'e.

-Method

Subjects

Subjects were 47 regular education and five special education .

teachers froth Minnesota and. Florida. Sixty percent of ttle teachers

were eleTentary school based. The regular classroom teachers did not

have special education training.
0
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.Information about the referral process was collected from the

teachers. During the 1980-81 school year, the average number of stu-'

dents referred was 3.9.with a range of 0 to 20 students. Regarding the

appropriate time to make a referral, 38.8% of the teachers indicated

when the student was not.funttioning, 12.2% indicated when the student

was not functioning over a period of time; 14.3% indiCateetime when

the student was not functioning despite teacher's modifications, and

34.7% indicated time within the first trimester of the school year.

When asked to describe ke referral' procedure in tNtir district, the

respondents frequently mentioned a contact person (76.3%). The referral

procedures were u'nknown to 23.7% of the teachers. Three procedures

were identified by the other teachers: (a) referral to contact person to

testing to team meeting (34.3%), (b) '4ferral.to contact person to a

meeting in which the next step would be decided (21.0%), and (c) refer-

ral to contact' person to observation to testing to team meeting (21.0%).

Materials

. A survey(see Appendix A) was developed to collect the following

kinds of information: (a) general information regarding referral, such

as descriptions of the referral procedure, th'e number of students refer-

\

red, and the appropriate time to refer a student, (b) jdenttfication

_of barriers to referral, (c) identification of factors that facilitate

referral, and (d) t4 teachers' percelption of th probabilitiqs that

referred students would be placed in special education services.

Procedure

Teachers were.asked to complete the six-queStio open-ended survey.

Three questions were.considered of primary importance in addressing the

q

10)
r

w.
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purpose of the study. (,These questions re'ated to barriers to referral,

4;
fact rs that facilitated refernal, and teachers', perceptions of the

probability that ,referred students would be placed in-special eddcation

services. Data obtained frqm the surveys weretabalated and analyzed

institutional constraints and external pressures reported by the teachbrs

were categorized using a two-step process: ,(1) Five categories of

institutional constraints and three of external pressures tore identified

through an initial perusal of the responses, and then (2) two evaluators

classified each respgnse'into one of the categories.

Results

Subjects' responses to theilhi-ee queltions were,grouped into five

catego;les of factors that-acted as institutional-constraints, four

categories of external pressures, and four categories indicating the

likelihood,that a referred student would be placed.

regard tothe first two questions, -teachers responded with Many

more institutioriaI, constraints than external' pressures. Of the 164

responses to the questions, 80.4% were instttutibnal constraints while

on4y 9.8% were external prgssures (another 9.8% indicated no institutional

-constraints or external pressures). The specific nature of the responses

to the first two questions, as well as data from 'the probability qdestion,

are detailed below.

-Institutional Constraints

Eleven of the 48 respondents stated that there were no institutional

. constraints or barriers to referral in their districts. The4other re-

sponses were grouped into the five categoVies; overwhelmingly, respondents

reported that organizational factors, availability of services, and

.1
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"hassle" were influential to referral decisions.

7

Organizational factors. The most often cited institutional factors

had to do with either the rules, procedureS,and guidelines a district
00

has for making decisions about the delivery of special education services,
1

, or the way in which th'e referral process was organized. Among the organ-
.

izational factors cited was the person whO,r6ceives the referral. Forty-

,-
4.1

'our percent of the respondents said that.t4eir perceptions of the com-
,

petence of professional receiving the referral served as, either a'

, 4
"facilitator or inhibitorin referral. These same persons also often i;11-

F
'')

dcated.that thd extent to which the referral recipient,, encourages Cr

discoUrages referral has .considerable influence on their decisions to

refer.students.

Twentplthree;percent of the respondents said that the length of time

1

between referralancOction on'the referralwas a mtlor institutional con-
,

straint. Other organizational ,4ctors incluOd: ,confusion

over ever-changinglui-detines, the extent to wIlich the school' staff re-
,

. , \?1

.

dived adequate inservice training regarding behaviors indicative of a

need for referral, the kind of referrral form used, and "caps" (or ceilings),

on the numbers of students who could receive specific kinds of .services.

4
Aveiletbilityof services. Forty percent of the resRondents_said

that "a shortage of servitet or_absence of services `served as aTharrier

to referring students for evaluation. Conversely, we might conclude

that ah abundance of services would serve as
',
a strong impetus for re-

ferral.

."Hassle." Forty percent of the respondents listed factors that

can be described as the amount of "hassle" involved in referring stu-

dents. Among factors cited were paperwork, meetingiiAe, and the time-
.

,

s

/'
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it took to schedule and hold parent confirenCes prior to referral.

Several respondents reperted a -general dissatisfaction with _the team

meeting proceis, indicating not only that meeting's took time, but also

that when they were involved their opinion was not asked. Several

teachers said that they often do not refer students because they are

not invited to attend meetings about those students.

Teacher variables. Thirty-eight operdent of the teachers lisled

one or more teacher variables as institutional constraints. Most_often

An this category teachers stated' that their own skepticiSm about payoff

for the process inhibited referral. Other teacher variables said to

influence rate of referral -(though" never mentioned by more than three

respondents) included a teacher's belief s>tem, his/her knowledge of

individual differences, the teacher's. willingness to modify the curric-

ulum, the teacher's tolerante, and -class size.

Attitudinal factors. Twenty-seven percent of the respondents listed

attitudinal factors as influencing rate .of _referral. Most often' in this

categorY, teachers said that referral was influenced by regular and

special educators' perceptions of one another, and their interpersonal
. .,.

,
professional attitudes. Communication among regut;lWand special educators

. '..k.
__,....

and general "attitudes .toward special educatio.". ,q.!4,were seeri,a's influencing

referral rate. d.r.

External 'Pressures

Four. categories of external pressures were identified as influencing
4

decisions to refer students for evaluation and possible special education

services. Outside agency 'influence, federal or state. requirements, and

concerns of parents were cited as external pressures that may be influ-

ential in teachers' decisions to .refer students. Interestingly, 70%

,r3
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of the. respondents said there. were no external pressures.

External agency influence. The most often cited extdrnal pressure
% ----

N6
was an agency influence. When external agencies such as Health and

. (...., .. . .

Rehabilitation Services) were involved inAkorking. with students, refer-
,

-ral was, influenced. Respondents cited inconsistencies among external

agencies as a major factor impacting referral. In addition, respondents

cited advocacy groups, most specifically local ACLD ters, aYinflu-
4

,ential to referral rates.-

'Socio- political climate. Respondents stated that the educational

attitude of the community affecteQ the
ef,

deGision to refer a studeent.

Special education funding was the most:frequently cited factor that re-

flected the attitude of the community.

Federal and ,state' guidelines;. Respondents listed confusion about

federal and state'guid lines as contributirig to confusion in referral

decisions. Litigat , or the threat of litigation, and the way in

which the school p &rc ived regUlations about Title I were all° cited as

influencing refer al decisions.

Parental re. A fourth external factor was pressure on the

part of parents services. Respondents never mentioned parental"

pressure again t ipVery,of services.

Rr babilities lacement

When as ed the probability that a referred student will be placed,

57.5% of th teachers indicated statements or percentages reflecting

very high probabilities (27.5% responded very high or. Nery likely; 30%

indicated a percentage greater than 80). Fifteen percent of the teachers

indicated a 50-50 chance and 12.5% of the teachers stated "don't know."

14
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Fifteen percent of the teachers used qualifiers such as, "If the student

is-in regular education, the probabilityr-m very high; however, if the

student is currently in special education needing increased service,

the probability Is very slim." The remaining qualifiers were indicative

of institutional constraints that involved the availability of services

(e.g., according to disability) and teacher variables (e.g., knowledge

. of team about,disability).'
4 Y4

Discussjon00

Institutional constraints and external pressures for decisions to .,

refer school students were identified in this research. Organizational

factors, such as "district procedures" and competence of professional

personnel, availability of service, "hassle," and interpersonal factors

(e.g:, teachers' attitudes, tolerances, and knowledge) were perceived'
I.

as institutional factors influential to referral decisions. The following

external pressures to referraimere identified: external agenty influence,

0
federal and state requirements, and concerns of parent6 for special

education services.

Robbins, Mercer, and'Meyers (1967) studied referral rates and

patterns in the Riverside, California school district; their work is

related to our fiofidings. They observed considerable variability in

referral rate among schools, and attributed this variability to indi-

vidual differences in principals (i.e., an institutional constraint).

They reported that some principals encwaged referral, whereas others

used referral only as a last resort. Another institutional constraint

observed by Robbins et al.,was an interaction of sehdal size with

availability of school psychologist time. Referral, rates were highest
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in large schools, but only when there was cqnsiderable school psycholo-

gist time allocated to thdse schools.

Robbins et al. (1967) reported that differences in referral. rates

among schools were due more tointra-system factors tan to such egtra-

system factors as race, affluence of a neighborhood, or educational

level of parents. They cited one piece of evidence showing,how external

factors influence rate of referral. They observed that referral rates

increased significantly in grades K -3 after the California Department

.

of Education developed reimbursements for education of gifted students.

Qualitative comments fr611 the Participants' in this study depict

the complexity of Shavelson and Borko's decision-making model and bring

into questiorr the current organization of the assessment process--a

process that appears to operate largely from referral-to-placement.

Consistently, high probabilities were mentioned for the referral .to

placement sequence; that is, teachers believe there is a high probabil-
,

ity that students referre& will be placed. One teacher wrote, "There

is,a 90-100% chance of a student being placed once he is tested. But

some kids make it and. we never gutssed they would." Another teacher

questioned the effect of testing, asking "How many students would qualify

if they could all be tested in the same way those who are referred are?"

We are-not suggesting that referrals should be reduced; however, we

are suggetirig that students must not be put on a "one way street" from

referral to evaluation to placement. One teacher commented, "I'm not

sure students Aeally benefit 'from the distinctions of being different

(e.g., labels). Many students would do equally as well.or better in a

smaller class where they can receive more individual attentionifrom a

'regular' classroom teacher.%

16
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This comment also suggests the importance of reorganizing the proc-

ess from referral to placement to a process from referral to intervention,
0.

prior to psychometric evaluation and placement. Ifinterventioh within

the classroom through immediate consultation with the classroom teacher

occurred, instructional planning could improve for all students-. The
.

,.following comments reflect this need: "The waiting period between refer-

ral and testing is Very excessive. There are times when the child has

gone on to another grade or failed before testing occurred" or "The

process iSlengthy and frustrating when the chile does not make thel,..,

gram. The Psychologist usually says 'ineligible' with no suggestions

to what strategies shOuld be used in the regular classroom from there on

The teacher is not further ahead than when she made the referral

initially: " One teacher commented that teachers have quit referring

'students because "after rejections of worst kids I had this year I

wouldn't bother with rest of kids I would have liked to refer." 41e see

this situation as'blocking communication regarding instructional inter-

ventions and retarding educational growth for students.

In 1979`a national sample of special education directors (Poland

et al., in press) identified time to complete the team process,

scheduling difficulties, paperwork, and staff to implement the proc-

ess as problems facing team decision making. The concerns identified

by the directors were reiterated by this sample of teachers. Given that

23% of the teachers expressed concern about the length of time from refer-

ral to team decision making, that 40% 'of the teachers indicated that

paperwork, time, and scheduling were barriers to referral, and that nearly

half of the teachers cited the competence of the.contact person as a facil-

itator or inhibitor of referral, it is no surprise that 38% .of the teachers

17
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expressed their skepticism about the payoff for the team decision-making

process. Over one-third of the teachers saw little payoff (e.g., in-

structional assistance or consultation) for a process that they initiated.

Remedies are difficult to propose. Perhaps a model of instructional/

behavioral interventions to be attempted before evaluation is necessary.

Teams must cocisider, that a planned change in the classrodm may eliminate

the need for future assessment and decision making, but most importantly,

may benefit the student and concerned classroom teacher. Research must

be conducted on teams that emphasize instructional /behavioral interven-

tions-as opposed to immediate evaluations and "automatic" plIcements.

Decisions t efer students for psychoeducational evaluation are

influenced by a number of institutional constraints and external pres-

'sures. We have documented these. Perhaps surprising, at least tp us,

was the finding that a number of interpersonal factors have fhe greatest

influence on the process. Consistent, with Robbins et al. (1967) finding,

intra-system factors (institutional constraints) rather than extra-

.*system factors (external pressures) were most frequently mentioned

as affecting the decision to refer. Comparing two different years,

the cdhsistency of the institutional constraints between special edu-

cation directors and teachers suggests a strong need for reorganiza-

tion of4'he team decision-making process. The feeling that the process

operates largely as a referral-to-placement process in which teachers

refer if they are reinforced for referring, and if they have a high

regard for the competence of the recipient of the referral, is captured

in one teacher's statement, "Studepts are usually

recognize those- who do qiialify when the process incomplete." The im-,

portant question is, "Are we really improving instructiOn for students?"

laced since teachers

1°
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Appendix A

,
Qu stions for"Refe,

.

- /'

4

1: H w.many etudent did you refer italuation this year?

.

0 p .

2. en do you believe is the appropriate Eime*,totrefer a student?

3. A
to

4. Is

di

4'

or-

there any barriers in your district,Whiph-affect your decision
refer? '

A"
there anything that, facilitates the referral prRcess in your

rtrict?

1

5. Brie fdescribe the referral procedure in )ToUr district.

0

6. If a 'student is referred, whatis the prObahility that he will be
placed?

X-B,5/81
411..-r

V
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